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It was a head fuck of a place. The nothing killed everyone’s conscience. If you drove 
down the streets late at night, if you opened your windows and drove slowly, there 
was only the smell of pancakes and the nothing.  
They churned out pancakes like it was a craze, a sweeping trend, pancakes with 
lemon and sugar, maple syrup, jam and cream. The town could have been named after 
it: Blairgowrie – home of the pancake.  
I didn’t go for the pancakes - I’m a garlic and tomato man. I like Mum’s pan-fried 
meatballs with the diced tomatoes and the fresh basil. I love the silverbeet and feta 
parcels, with the buttery garlic pastry and the caramelised onion. They smell like 
Mum’s sweat, the pastries, sweet, slightly claustrophobic.  
Point is - the pancake town was not for me. It was festering in the nothing of its own 
nothing. They didn’t seem to realise that the rest of the world had picked up pace: 
pancakes at home were a thing of the past.  
Mum and Dad were right at home. The seaside life suited them. Wog Mums like 
mine, they make everything from scratch, and Dad always said: If you want a decent 
tomato, grow it yourself. I wasn’t like them. I wasn’t prepared to put in the hard 
yards.  
Sometimes I kid myself that it wasn’t that bad but it was – the place was brimming 
with nothingness, it was overwhelming. At first, all I could think about was getting 
the fuck out of there but then I met Annie and I probably would’ve stayed in that ditch 
forever, just to be near her, only because of her, I would have stayed, but then she left 
and I bailed too, within a few days of her leaving.  
Okay that’s bullshit, but it’s what I’ve taught myself to remember. Truth is I hung 
around for two years, in limbo, waiting for her to walk back through my door. In my 
heart of smashed up cockleshells, I knew that if she left without saying goodbye, she 
wasn’t coming back, but I hung around for a bit anyway, just in case. 
I’m skipping over the being together and the leaving because it’s over and done. I 
loved her. So what. Everyone thinks love is such a positive thing but it’s a piece of 
shit, a destructive chemical mix, it fucks with your ability to reason.  
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Maybe I wasn’t in love with her anyway. I was in love with the game and the sex. The 
bottom line, the long and the short of it, I liked to be in control and Annie prostituted 
herself to get dope for a deadshit. 
When we moved to the nothing town, I was in my last year of school. My parents 
wanted me to get to know the locals, establish some friendships. I wanted to stay in 
Melbourne, see the year out there, but they would have none of it. They wanted me to 
learn the family business. There is so much opportunity here, they said, but all I could 
see was a maze of Ti tree, dirty sand.  
The people were different. The more I got to know them, the more different they 
seemed: weird, slow-moving ocean people. At school, when the bell sounded, 
everyone lifted their heads like a cool breeze had just rolled off the water, but no one 
moved; no one hurried to pack up their books, even the teacher only paused and then 
kept on. One lesson rolled into the other because no one gave a shit. It wasn’t just the 
dopers. 
In the beginning, I spent most of my time in the bungalow. It was in the back corner 
of the yard, up against the fence. All the original beach places seemed to have 
bungalows: semi-detached living Dad called it, more like semi-detached strangeness. 
Suited me though, I suppose, the separateness. 
Mum and Dad lived in the big, old house at the front. They were building their dream 
home a few doors down and when they moved into that, they were going to knock the 
old place down, build a dream for someone else.  
It was a ghost town, full of fibro houses, old and empty, cobwebbed and depressing. It 
was like something left over from a boom period, except that the boom must have 
been a dream - the nothingness made it impossible to believe that the place was ever 
pumping.  
Dad was under the impression that it was about to boom again, a growth suburb he 
called it, sure-fire money to be made by the astute property developer. It’s all timing, 
he said. You just have to know when to make your move.  
I wasn’t convinced.  
Cockleshell 
 
 3
Everyone smoked dope. They smoked it to fill up the nothing, but it was like grass, 
literally, didn’t have any kick, so I scored some good shit from my mate Eddie. He 
lived around the corner from my old house, ten minutes out of the city. 
I’d never been into dope, not really. I’d have the odd toke at a party but nothing 
serious, no breakfast bongs or anything. I didn’t plan to start dealing the stuff but I 
pulled some out after a few beers and they were all foaming at the mouth. Word got 
around that it was good and that’s how I met Annie. She collected the mull for her 
boyfriend: deadshit Dean. He smoked a fuckload, fried his brain.  
If Dean knew about my thing with Annie, he didn’t let on. If he hadn’t gutted his 
brain, he would have known because there was no way that he could afford what he 
was smoking. He must have known, and cockled himself into believing that he didn’t. 
Sometimes people do that: pretend they don’t know, when they know. 
When Annie told me she was pregnant, I was so angry with Dean, I was fucking 
ropable actually because he was making life harder for her than it already was. She 
already had one kid, and no fucken money. It sounds almost magnanimous except that 
it wasn’t. I was in it up to my eyeballs. Mum says that Dad is magnanimous. She’s 
proud just to know the word. She says it belongs to Dad because he gives without 
counting the cost.  
I told Annie to get an abortion. I said I’d pay for it. I said all of this with the dead-shit 
in mind. It was a pretty crappy environment for a kid anyway – like once, when Dean 
and his mates had the munchies really badly, although they would say real bad, they 
broke into one of the holiday homes down the street, raiding the pantry and the 
freezer, arriving back to Annie in fits of laughter, with armfuls of stuff, chips and ice-
creams, biscuits and assorted jars.  
M-J stole a kettle, while they were at it, because his was on the blink, and a hair-dryer 
and some perfume for his girlfriend. Annie wasn’t happy about it, especially because 
the young boy was still awake and she didn’t want him to get wind of it. I think she 
was sorry that Dean didn’t think to bring anything back for her but she never said that. 
He was such a brainless fuck.  
Anyway, that’s the life I was picturing, that shitty sort of drug-fucked life, that’s what 
I had in my mind when she told me about the baby. The thing is, water washed in and 
out of that place every day, the tides turned and everything came up fresh and 
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sparkling but nothing changed, everything was the nothing-fucking same. It was a 
town of random wasters. 
Annie knew that I loved her. She must have. You might think that I treated her like a 
whore but you have to remember that she was fucking me to get the gear. That’s how 
it was, the first time, and whatever we had later on – well, it was defined by that day.  
It’s not a copout. I’m not copping out. It’s true. You can’t turn back time and I chose 
a bad time to make a move. After that, I couldn’t ask her what she wanted unless 
that’s all it was, pipes for pipe dreams, ghost-ship sex and smashed up cockleshells. 
She never refused me, not outright. A couple of times she pushed me away. She said 
that it was a bad time for her, well a fruitful time really but a bad time because she 
was fertile and the risk of pregnancy was really high. I was weighing the dope and 
bagging it up. I didn’t say anything because, if you didn’t interrupt her, she just kept 
talking, and it was like a song. She went on for a while about cycles, and peak 
fertility, and mucus.  
She was like some sort of earth mother and she was talking to me like I was another 
woman. It was secret-club-talk and I was enjoying myself, even though I wasn’t 
following the half of it. She talked about her body like she was talking about tide-
times, with fascination and utter respect, and she said she had tried going on the pill 
but it made her sick, and it made her cry all the time, so instead, she learned to know 
her body like the back of her hand.  
When I’d finished weighing and bagging, I put the dope packets on the end of the 
bed. I took off my shoes and lay on the bed, closed my eyes. I didn’t say a thing, not a 
thing. Her body was her end of the bargain, her business. I wanted flesh on flesh.  
Annie left in a hurry that day. She scratched my neck, under my chin, drawing blood 
as if she were in the throes of passion. I had her up against the wall. Her hair was 
tangled in the pins, stretched like cobwebs between the islands, on my map of 
dreams… 
It was the stillness that fucked everyone. It was like Andy’s farm. Dad and I used to 
work there over summer, odd jobs. Andy only had one hand. Dad called him Handy. 
It wasn’t a joke. He added the ‘H’ where there wasn’t one, and dropped the ones that 
were supposed to be there. It’s a wog thing.  
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On Andy’s farm, the generator died at ten, everything shut off without warning. There 
was nothing to do then but wriggle into your sleeping bag, only your dick for 
company. That’s why the Melbourne choof knocked their’ socks off, because of the 
stillness — NO — the nothingness. It was more than stillness, bigger than silence: it 
was a fucking vortex.  
Word got around about the quality of the gear and they begged me for more. Supply 
and demand, that’s all it was - they demanded, I supplied. I learned to talk the talk: 
purity, potency, five dollars more for the happy-birthday-mix, ten dollars more for the 
blowjob-variety, and that was A-grade stuff, or so they all said.  
I charged them all twenty bucks more than I paid for it (per gram) and I got a discount 
for buying in bulk, so it was win-win. I never charged Annie, though. I figured that if 
I didn’t charge her, she would have more money to spend on herself and her kids. She 
obviously thought I could have done better than that though because, when she left, 
there was four grand missing from my stash.  
I kept the money in a tackle box. Only Annie knew where I kept the money, and 
anyone else would have taken the lot, of course. She took the money and left me some 
coloured pins. She took them from the map that I had on the corkboard. The pins were 
stuck into all the places that I wanted to go.  
When she came to my room, I would show her the map. I wanted her to come with 
me of course. I thought we could visit all the islands and then she could decide which 
one she liked best; we could live there forever, happily ever after and all that shit.  
I would take her hand and make her touch the places. I’d make her push the pins 
further into the cork, my chest against her warm, bare back, speckled with freckles 
like my map of dreams.  
I don’t know why she left me the pins. It didn’t make sense. There was no rhyme or 
reason as to which ones she chose, as far as I could see. I tried to plot it out (which 
pins and why), the possibilities (the nothingness). She left some shells in the box too, 
cockleshells, cracked ones, and that broke me I have to say, even though I didn’t 
really understand.  
I thought maybe she dropped the shells in the box accidentally when she reached for 
the cash. Annie always had shells in her pockets so it’s hard to tell whether they were 
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a sign or not. I’d have given her anything, silver bells and cockleshells, but she never 
asked for anything, except that once, the first time, and that was my mistake: I asked 
for something back, nothing magnanimous about that.  
She didn’t tell me that she was leaving town because I didn’t deserve to know. I 
treated her like a whore and I’ve suffered for that and I deserve to suffer, no doubt 
about it. I loved her and I don’t know if that makes what I did worse, or better. I think 
worse. 
That’s the story, in a nutshell, or a cockleshell. That is the nothingness of her absence. 
It’s the smell of the rain on the road when she left and the smell of her skin. Some 
people say that rain has no smell but that’s bullshit, only the rain smells like what was 
and what might have been. If only, if only… 
 
~ ~ ~ 
The problem was the beginning. The start was all wrong and then it defined us.  
Forever after, I was frightened that she didn’t know how much I loved her and I was 
shit-scared to tell her. If only we’d begun differently. If only I hadn’t moved in on her 
just then, when she was desperate for the gear, when she couldn’t pay, when she had 
no choice.  
Now I’ll never know if she loved me. I’ll never know if she knew how much I loved 
her, how much I love her, I should say, because it doesn’t go away. I wasn’t prepared, 
I suppose, and when I saw my chance I jumped right in, without a second thought for 
her, without a first. I was busy counting my own costs.  
It wasn’t pre-meditated. It started out the same as always. I went back to Melbourne 
on the Friday night to pick up the dope. Everyone was at Eddie’s on a Friday, having 
a coupla pipes, a few beers. I didn’t have a drink with my old mates because I had to 
drive, and there were always pigs on the highway. I could have stayed in Melbourne 
for the night but I made out like it was pressing that I go. 
It didn’t bother me that I couldn’t have a beer with the old crew. In fact I liked being 
sober and straight when everyone else was getting messy. I had a few tokes, just to 
get a taste of the mood, but I kept it together, kept my mind over everyone’s matter, 
and it made me feel invincible. Power is a drug too.  
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Truth is: I couldn’t wait to get back and see Annie. She usually came around straight 
away to score a load for the deadshit. I sat around and waited for her, that’s all I did, 
waited for Annie, and when I wasn’t waiting for her, I was thinking about her — the 
way her fine hair fell around her face, slicing in on an angle under her pale 
cheekbones. Her face looked like it was chiselled from stone. Her hair and eyes 
softened her but even when she smiled, it cut. 
She was incredibly beautiful but hard as a rock. She was protecting herself and I 
could understand that because I was afraid too. I was afraid she wouldn’t love me 
back and that’s why I couldn’t tell her how much I loved her. But she probably never 
loved me anyway and I never gave her any reason. I was so scared she wouldn’t love 
me that I just made sure of it. I pretended to be a hardass like her deadshit partner, but 
then she would have done anything for him… 
When I got back from Melbourne, there was a party on. That’s what Annie told me 
and so I went straight there. By the time I arrived, things were in full swing and I was 
the guest of honour, of course, because I had my backpack, chock-a-block with the 
goods. I stayed a bit squared off from everyone because I was dealing the dope. I sat 
on the grass and they swarmed around me like seagulls.  
Annie didn’t go to the party: it was late, she had a child, but deadshit was there. Her 
absence was like the nothing, depressing as fuck, full-hollow, like deserted homes and 
cockleshells. You can’t look at those things without imagining the life that was, what 
might have been.  
I sat on the grass for a couple of hours, stiff-backed, keeping my eyes on the prize, 
making sure no-one was swindling anything, and I understood why Eddie was one 
step removed from the Melbourne crowd. He needed to stay aloof. He couldn’t do 
favours for one person and not the next. It was pay up or fuck off, pure and simple. 
Eddie was the best, the bomb. I learnt from the master and I thought I knew what I 
was doing but I was just a scared little love-virgin. I knew I was hooked all right but I 
figured that love was a nothing bitch and I told myself to harden the fuck up and get 
on with the job, dish out the stash and smoke up the nothing. I became semi-detached, 
like the bungalow.   
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Dean smoked it up that night, as usual, but Annie was back in the morning anyway, 
asking for more. She wanted some dope on the house. That was our first time — it 
was the beginning of us — a beginning that had nowhere to go, but if only… 
I didn’t really consider what she was saying. I’m not sure what was going through my 
mind, exactly, except that she was right there, and she wanted something from me. 
She needed me. All I could think about was kissing her. She was desperate, it was like 
an invitation, and so I tried it on. 
Do you know what Dean will do to you? He can be vicious, she said, brutal, she 
added, spitting as she spoke. She left then, closing the glass door quietly, shoulders 
hunched. She didn’t look back. 
It was a fucked-up beginning.  
I switched on the telly and I rolled a big number, hoping it would blank me out for a 
good while. I sucked it down so hard that my eyes were watering. I’d been mooching 
around that seaside dive for nearly three years, wasting my life in a town of seaweed 
and missed opportunities. The Melbourne guys didn’t give a shit about me anymore. I 
had become a part of the fucking nothing, for fucking nothing.  
The splif I rolled was fat enough for ten men. I was off my head in no time and it took 
me a while to register the sound of the knock. I turned and saw Annie. She was 
standing at the sliding glass door. I lifted my arm and motioned for her to let herself 
in. How long had she been gone, five minutes or five hours? It felt like she’d always 
been gone.   
I was living in the big, old house at the front by then. Mum and Dad were living in 
their dream and they were letting me live in the house awhile. If I agreed to stay, they 
would build me a new house, right there, but only if I was committed to stay, to learn 
Dad’s work.  
I could have offered Annie a brand new start, but I thought she wouldn’t want me. 
Annie stepped inside and closed the door. I tried to sit up but I was feeling a bit shell-
shocked. I tried to explain (about the shell-shock) but the words became ridiculous 
and hysterical and I knew that I was off my face. I said it a couple of times: shell-
shocked, shell-shocked. The words morphed around me and changed shape, just like 
my reflection in the funhouse mirrors at Luna Park. We used to go to Luna Park 
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sometimes, me and Eddie and the Melbourne crew, stoned off our tits. Those were the 
days. I said it one more time: shell-shocked and I laughed: loud, wheezy, stoned 
laughter, hysterical for a second and then gut wrenchingly empty.  
When I stopped laughing, Annie asked me again for some gear. She said she would 
fix me up at the end of the week, definitely. She was chewing her bottom lip with her 
big, white teeth. Her blue eyes were sparkling under the tears. She was pale and her 
breathing was off. She’d been doing some serious crying. Dean… she said, but then 
she stopped. 
I wondered whether she went home and told Dean that I kissed her. Maybe she was 
too scared to go home without the choof. She was staring at me like she was waiting 
for something.  
I said: Sorry I tried to kiss you (especially when you couldn’t pay, like you’re a 
prostitute or something).  
She stared at me, said nothing. 
Tell her you love her; tell her you love her, I said to myself, but the voice inside my 
head didn’t sound like my voice: it was warped, close and far away, changed-up like 
my picture in the funhouse mirrors. I couldn’t say it. I didn’t say it.  
She was still staring at me. I thought she was disgusted by me — flat out on the coach 
and stoned off my head like her loafing sloth-bag of a boyfriend. That’s what the dope 
does, it makes you feel like everything is about you, like you’re a piece of shit and 
there’s no way out, like everyone thinks you’re a piece of shit and, quite frankly, 
you’re inclined to agree. I don’t know why people smoke the shit. I have no fucking 
clue. 
Annie started crying then, really hard, and I said: Hey, hey, it’s okay. I stood up to 
comfort her but I got really dizzy and I felt like I was going to throw, so I lay down on 
the couch, blowing the air out of my mouth like I was blowing out candles, one at a 
time. I told her that I was feeling a bit under the weather. I didn’t say shell-shocked 
this time but I thought about it and giggled. Then I thought about the nothing and I 
stopped. 
I started to tell her about the Greek islands but I was talking like a stoned, lonely 
freak. I got all tongue-twisted, trying to explain, saying that I had a few tokes of the 
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potent stuff because I was feeling like an ass. I’m not really a smoker, I said, and I 
told her that she could have the rest of that lot because I’d already had a little go at it 
anyway (and it was laced with some mind-fucking shit).  
She was upset and it threw me. She was so tough and so fucken beautiful. She was 
crying and I thought she was unbreakable. I would have given her anything. I wanted 
her to want me. 
Annie sat down beside me, near my stomach. I was stretched out on the couch, trying 
to get the air in. She wiped her tears away with one hand and felt my head with the 
other. You’re a bit clammy, she said. You might be coming down with something, or 
maybe the stuff just doesn’t agree with you. I can’t smoke it, she said, still sniffling. It 
makes me depressed. It makes everyone depressed. I’ll get you some water. 
She walked to the kitchen and ran the water. Then she took a tea towel from the oven 
door and held it under the tap, wringing it out hard, twisting it so that her triceps 
twitched. She stared out of the window a moment and then she came back to me, 
laying the cold cloth on my forehead. 
You can have the rest of that lot, I said, pointing to the gear on the coffee table. Make 
sure you tell Dean to mix it well with the tobacco, just crumble it until it is fine and 
sprinkle a little bit in, otherwise it will blow his fucken head off, and don’t tell 
ANYONE I gave you this without payment. This is between you and me, it’s only for 
you Annie. If anyone finds out that I’m giving the stuff away, that will be the end of 
me. 
She needed the dope and it got all confused with me needing her. She kissed me on 
the head and I cried a little because I was coming down, way too fast, but then I was 
as tingly as all shit and I wondered if I was still on the way up – I was crying because 
she didn’t kiss me back and because she was wasted on that scumbag.  
I wanted her to know I loved her. I wanted her to know that it was separate and pure. I 
mentioned the Greek islands again: You and me, I said. She didn’t flinch. You can 
bring your boy, I added, putting my hand on her back and rubbing it gently; I couldn’t 
resist touching her.  
Go to bed, she said. Sleep it off.  
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I went to my bedroom and she followed me. I handed her two g’s of the regular stuff. 
Our secret, I said. Don’t tell anyone. I climbed into bed, fantasising all the while that 
she wanted to root me senseless. 
Shivering, I pulled the covers over myself. I closed my eyes, lulled by her presence, 
but I was dizzy and the darkness made it worse. I was dipping and rising in the still 
darkness as if I were stranded in a cockleshell, out in the middle of the cold wash.   
She sat on the edge of the bed and felt my forehead again. She was brushing the hair 
away from my face and I was groaning a little, between sleep and something else, but 
closer to sleep. When Annie pulled back the doona and took off my shoes, I worried 
that it wasn’t really her and I wasn’t really me. My bare skin was crawling with the 
nothing. 
She said: What is it with these shoes you wear? Her voice was just right and her hands 
were good, so good. My shoes were very long at the front end with a narrow, square 
tip. All of my friends in Melbourne wore the shoes and I loved the way they clicked 
against the bitumen when I walked the beach streets. They were quite feminine and 
yet utterly manly.  
I always walked the beach streets after Annie left me and the shoes reminded me that 
I belonged somewhere else. I walked the nothing streets, taking note of all the empty 
houses, trying to calculate the average permanent residence, per street, per block. I got 
confused, walking that crazy maze of backstreets – one street ghosting into the next 
without warning. 
If I was definitely lost, and totally desperate, I would head towards the water. 
Somehow it was easier to find my way home from there. I could always find my way 
to the water because I could hear the nothing of it, like a big empty echo. I just 
walked towards the silence.  
I would stare out, paralysed, listening to the whisper of the foamy wash on the sand. 
I’d freak out that I was never going to get away from there. I was as empty as the 
nothing, as hollow as a cockleshell. They say if you hold a cockleshell up to your ear, 
you can hear the ocean and so I would stand there and put a shell to my ear, but all I 
could hear was the nothing, all I could see was Annie. When I think of intimacy, 
that’s all there is: Annie and the nothing.  
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Annie climbed under the covers with me. I wasn’t sure what to do. Maybe I was 
hallucinating. I didn’t move and I kept my eyes closed. She rubbed my neck and my 
back, she rubbed herself up against me, reaching her arm around my chest and pulling 
me to her.  
You don’t owe me anything, I said and I wanted to say more. It was now or never. (I 
love you; I love you. Say it; say it.)  
She unbuckled my belt, pulling at it and throwing it on the floor. Our secret, she 
whispered.  
I could hear the water in her whispering. I was too weak to stop her. I lay there like a 
dead dog. I wasn’t hard but she fixed it. She did everything because I was a mess. 
 
